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READING
The sun warms the side
of my head like a lamp
as it filters through
the screen on this porch
in someone else’s house.
When I lift my eyes
I seem to be watching
three blackbirds bobbing
on a limb above a creek
as if they were gulls
on a swell in a mild sea;
but I am inland and only
momentarily distracted.
It must be March and
I am on a porch reading
poems by strangers,
where the only sounds
come from the poem
I hold in my hands.

Part One

NIGHT OUT
I am with four of them
in a windowless room
with white walls, a high
ceiling, and one dull
bulb hanging above
the table where we sit
staring at each other.
They want to know why
I keep spoiling their nights.
They hand me a blank sheet
of paper and a pen, want
the right answers quickly.
They are wearing black
tuxedoes with white ties,
smoke cigarettes as if
they are between waltzes
at their daughters’ cotillion.
I ask them for a cigarette,
beg in fact, and one holds
out a pack, withdrawing
it just as I reach out. He
disappears into the wall.
The others speak to each
other in the third person.
I hear an orchestra faintly
above their voices. They
say I will not cooperate,
bring the walls in closer,
lower the ceiling, drop
the light bulb to eye level.
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A TRIP OF DETOURS
I lost all my money to the slot machines
on the floating casino, before we slipped
our moorings to paddle into richer waters,
to raise quick cash for our local college.
Because I stood broke on the slick deck,
they tossed me overboard: dead weight, a
blot on the endowment, the dean’s disgrace.
Gypsies took me in when I slogged ashore,
and I guessed the weight of fit parents on
state fairgrounds, their overweight sons
and daughters squealing with such delight
at my errant guesses, always on the high side,
way up. I held close the spoils of my trade,
the soft secrets that betray only one another.
I ended up in Chesapeake, or was it Norfolk,
Portsmouth? I held the door for a woman
leaving a 7-Eleven. She asked if I were exmilitary, retired. I forced a smile, replying,
If I told you, then everyone would know.
She winked at me, as if she knew the truth,
and I promptly forgot where I was going.

Part One

A NIGHT ON THE ROAD
In a large room in the only motel open
past midnight this side of Chesapeake,
I turned side to side, nudged Jane to see
if she was awake. She wasn’t but said,
What’s wrong? and I said, I can’t sleep.
She turned her head toward the wall.
The door to our room opened. Guests
without baggage came in, sprawled
out on the floor as if in a shelter, high
winds battering their homes, water rising
like a tide of death to claim what’s left
behind, abandoned, all lost this night
to dark cacophonies of body and soul.
In the middle of the floor, sitting crosslegged, a woman burned two candles.
Scents rose like desire, like first love.
When I woke to the first rush of light,
Jane was awake and always had been.
I told her about my dream and she said,
It’s the oysters. In the air, wisteria.
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WHEN NOTHING STAYS

THE

Before I could even adjust
my level of annoyance up
two more notches, the thing—
wherever it touched me—
simply vanished, and I knew
I would wake up feeling
good on a delicious morning.
Insomnia like a good tenant
always paid the rent on time,
and when he missed just once,
I put him out on the street
with a bag and a place setting.
I’d say it went as expected
on the first cool day of fall.
Frost skimmed the centipede.
It darkened, like the sea’s skin
over mud flats, rich shallows.
Then I saw your eyes darting
about, sandpipers at low tide.
You’ve got good stories to tell.
I think you’re ready to begin.

SAME

Part One

THANKSGIVING POEM
If cattle had roamed the rich
grasslands between boulders
in New England, there’d be no
turkey in our history, and we’d
be eating rib eyes (pot roasts
at the least) for Thanksgiving.
And even though my state ranks
eighth in turkey production, we’d
still have managed, having been
wholly opportunistic, which lured
Republicans to take on the freight
at our statehouse, and the turkey
right-to-life crowd to forge new
alliances with the few ranchers
riding the mounts of our politics.
In the cages of low, flat buildings,
turkeys so fat they cannot stand
have become national treasures.
I’m thankful for Lean Cuisine,
Japanese cars, the chaos of light,
and pants with adjustable waists.

7

8

Saying These Things

RIPENING
The sky is overcast, innocuous,
and I am reading about a woman,
Janine, who discovered orgasm
at 40 and blames her husband.
A pear waits to ripen in a bowl,
and one more politician admits
on television to having an affair,
his wife standing by his side,
lamenting she was ever born.
Another jet enters the landing
pattern, and I add its fleeting
rage to my library of dreams
before I tune out all manner
of sounds, returning to Janine,
who is living for the looks
her halter top and tight jeans
will bring as she slowly climbs
the steps of a football stadium.

Part One

FLY FISHING
I went to school in Italy to learn
fly fishing. It was very difficult,
my not speaking the language
of the teachers or the trout, my
not-so-sure-footing on the rocks
that broke the surface of the river.
Long fishing lines with bobbers
bounced off the rocks and I tried
to keep my wits above water,
to land a small, compliant trout
in the river of rocks and bobbers.
I hooked one, played it according
to the body language of my teachers,
watching the bobbers and the rocks
until a tiger pounced on the trout,
keeping its steely eyes on me. It
followed the trail of bobbers to my
paralyzed rod, laughing out loud.
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SEVERANCE PACKAGE
Always the outdoors figures
in these reckonings like phlox
blooming in vacant city lots:
dominion, like the power
of a mirror on a peeling wall.
One afternoon’s late crying
out for recognition resists
a tidal pull of light, I am
still here, in spite of visions.
The truth is wrapped in floss,
heavy like a sack of turnips
degreened, soaking in dirt.
The envelope among turnips
is sealed, marked Confidential,
as if only you will ever know.

Part One

RECONCILIATIONS
Our friends who have discovered e-mail
are living in fear, forwarding messages
to save our lives: spoiled food, red ants,
the habitats of a Brown Recluse, viruses.
I could say to them, Thanks for thinking
of us in this special way, and it is special,
I know. Thanks for being our good friends.
In this mid-afternoon, late November sun,
I am sitting out back in our only lawn chair,
wondering out loud in a language like babble
how to reconcile a hailstorm that strikes
without warning on a clear day, and why
the history of colors includes blue dust
hovering over still waters, a shapeless mass.
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THROUGH AN UPSTAIRS WINDOW
Winter, and the last of the sun drips
down the front of the brick two story
I see through a hole in the hardwoods,
up the hill in back and across a road.
Wind like a brush sweeps the branches.
Winter sits like a whimsical judge
on swift flights to Florida, Arizona:
forgiving streets and soft laws, par
three golf with six clubs in carts
on flat courses, but I hear Jane call
to me up the noiseless stairs. Good.
Time for my daily ration of bourbon,
time to talk the day down from its
loose abstractions, to take strict tally
of our cases won, lost, or pending.

Part One

WALKING
I was taking my usual walk
on Chapman Hill Road,
between the cemetery and
a field of rotting bales of hay,
when a rusted-out Ford Pinto
pulled up next to me, keeping
pace with my uncertain stride.
A woman with straight hair
lowered the window, asking,
Have you accepted Christ?
I wasn’t ready for that, needed
time, so I smiled like an oaf
and fixed my eyes straight ahead
toward the road’s dead end.
When I turned back toward her,
I said, We are on good terms.
She stepped on the gas, releasing
a bank of blue exhaust, turned
at the end of the road, gunned
the Pinto past me, and shot
me the bird, three quick times.
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A MAN ON A DESERT ISLAND
A man on a desert island says he is saved,
but the flying saucer hovering above him
beams up only the palm tree on which his
back rests, leaving him without support
on this island like an abandoned anthill.
On clear days, the horizon rises and falls
like a distant window of opportunity.
His back aches, he lies down in the sand,
tired of looking for a way out, trying
to unravel the hard knots of his posture.

Part One

THE GARDEN OF JOY
A truck full of money backed into my driveway.
Men with serious faces pumped it into my door
like mulch into garden beds. My house was soft
with money, so I removed my shoes and socks
and waded into it, hundreds and fifties sticking
to my excited soles. I lay down in the hallway,
covering myself with money like a comforter,
made a pillow, and slept with the door wide open,
money rustling like leaves in a fall garden of joy.
I never woke up, and you are the first to know.
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BEHIND HOME PLATE
Two outs in the bottom
of the ninth. The ancient
reliever, death, is pitching
from the stretch. Ball four,
and someone’s on base,
and someone’s coming up
to the plate with a bat
too long for this world.
The catcher gives a sign.
The ball stops midway,
suspended, doing a little
dance, making up its mind.

Part Two

18 Saying These Things

WEDNESDAY’S CHILD
I was born on a Wednesday in Philadelphia
and I’d have grown up a Mooney, maybe
with love and trust, if my father hadn’t
noticed they switched me in the hospital.
Or maybe abused, in which case an early
police record for fights, joyrides, then
bigger stuff, and my first contract by 16:
the corner grocer, seven months behind
in his payments, telling stories, his right
knee smashed, to no avail, a real tough nut.
They tried to tell my father, That is your son,
but he wouldn’t leave the hospital, not at all.

Part Two

HOLMESBURG
An electrocution in Holmesburg Prison dimmed
our lights, and when sirens sounded for air raid
drills, we cut back our lights and pulled down
our dark shades. Wardens patrolled our blackened
streets, knocking on doors wherever light escaped,
men in helmets with jaws set. In a spectral room,
Father squinted to read about the constellations.
Mother talked about light and dark, good and evil.
In the duplex next door, the Caskey sisters sang
“Fairest Lord Jesus,” “Holy, Holy, Holy,” one
playing the piano, their brother, Johnny, drinking
straight from the bottle, begging them to call him
in sick for work tomorrow, if it ever came. Later,
with our dark shades rolled up, lights glowing,
we listened to the radio until bed, until darkness
reclaimed all light, all music, all distant weeping.
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PIANO LESSONS
A boy on my street in
Northeast Philadelphia
saw the devil looking
for stray Protestants
near my climbing tree.
He said it was bright red,
slung low to the ground
like a dachshund, and long.
Barton went to a Catholic
school and knew of this.
I went to an Episcopal
school and knew the devil
was the music master,
Mr. Humphries, who told
my parents not to waste
money giving me piano
lessons. He knew from
the way I scratched with
a quill pen, the coarse,
awkward forms of my
letters, and my voice.
So wherever I went that
year, I hummed silently
one tune after another.
Mr. Humphries was right,
I know, but I needed
to learn for myself what
I’d never be able to do.

Part Two

THE CEREMONY
I was expelled from the Cub Scouts,
a formal expulsion, three of us,
our patches ceremoniously torn off.
It was soon after World War II,
court martials and heroes making
big news, uniforms hanging stiff
in spare room closets, America
commanding the world to behave,
and the three of us bringing shame
like contagion to the neighborhood,
gumming up progress, pariahs.
There are more compelling stories,
but rejection flares up like a rash,
like a brush fire, when you are twelve.
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SLAM BOOK
If you really wanted to know
what they thought of you,
you had to read the Slam Book,
outlawed, a fugitive on the run
in the sorrow of eighth grade.
It was slid along the floor like
a puck or passed down the rows
under handouts for Algebra I,
your worth written out boldly
on lines under your name,
as in smart, nobody, or ok.
Someone once left it opened
to her name on the desk of
our young teacher. She quit
at the end of the term, moving
out West. Maybe it was shallow,
as she always tried to tell us,
but when it came down your row,
you didn’t think of much else.

Part Two

THE RIDE

FROM

MILLINOCKET, MAINE, 1955

A ride’s a ride, I said
to Herc, real name Gordon,
while we hitchhiked in front
of an Esso station with
a huge thermometer reading
17 below zero, sharing one
pair of stiff leather gloves
and not enough money
to take the train back to school.
We got a ride in the second
hour, from a man who sold
vacuum cleaners out of the
back seat of his Hudson,
a cornucopia of accessories:
long tubes loose in open
cartons, glinting like fresh
sins against a low riding sun;
bags, all manner of handles.
He said he would never
go back to her, that nothing
was ever good enough
for her in this goddamn cold,
not in this white, white place.
He’d find a life in Florida
with his vacuum cleaners.
You could depend on them,
he said, turning sharply
around to make his point,
just as the Hudson notched
an RFD mailbox and we
slid off the shoulder into
a bank of snow. Once
back on the road, he kept
talking about his machines,
his head still swiveling,
like the head of one of his
cleaners caught in a corner,
a prison, nowhere to go.
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THE AUDITORS AT CLOSING TIME
Someone whose name I forgot
held open the door of the bank
where I worked. The auditors
filed in, with hats in their hands,
at closing one fall afternoon,
when the sun dropped down
another rung in the latticed sky.
What if my figures for that day
didn’t balance? They used
the room in back to interrogate
us, tapping their long, bony
fingers on the table, waiting
for confessions. Yes. Yes.
What do you want me to say?
We want you to tell the truth.
My turn came and I said, Well,
the truth. That’s a big order,
which didn’t go over very well.
They pressed the black button.
Two thin officers of the bank
entered with a brown envelope
addressed to me, handwritten:
Miss Crisp and Mr. Figgers,
the Head Teller. He gave me
the envelope and said, Your
belongings and a week’s pay.
I said, “Suppose I quit first?
He said, It’s too late for that.
Outside, in the growing dark,
two girls and a boy heading
toward supper pressed their
hands against the plate glass,
smearing it just as I reached
the door. They ran away, a
fall wind chasing after them.

Part Two

THE START OF A SEASON
I am prepared to change my life,
be more attentive to the needs
of the season, whichever one
happens at the moment to start
rearranging the order of events,
as in the high arousal of spring
when the willing heart, gone out
on a sleeve, retracts its excesses.
Not too much to ask, I say, not
if the lakes are down, our water
tasting like a vat of chemicals.
So I called the town hall, asking
politely, When will it be safe
to drink the water? They said,
Who are you? What do you want?
Yes, I would rather seal a contract
with the telemarketer who called
to promise four days of sun, three
nights, an onshore breeze, clear
swashes when the tide drifts out,
a pocketful of change, and gin
on the rocks with the sales pitch.
This morning small birds ran under
the azaleas. It’s already starting.
I can feel the difference, like water
surging over thick bags of sand.
The forecast calls for rain, heavy
at times, with local flooding. I am
ready, hat in hand, boots laced up,
my heart on the verge of palpitating.
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STRESSED OUT

IN

LATE WINTER

In the best scenario, nothing will grow.
Warm season grass, laid out in summer,
blanched in fall, now stiffens like straw,
as if the earth, cooling in winter, burned
its roots, the great freeze without mercy,
to which we assign an age without hope.
The white sedan with the noisy muffler
patrolling the cul-de-sac carries a listening
device, and no one is safe anymore, as if
they ever were. Is the muffler a cover?
The sound at the back of my head triggers
an alarm at headquarters. Is it too late?
When I left the post office this morning,
I went right for the wrong car and stood
looking at it, as if I were momentarily
confused, when a woman in a red coat
called out, That’s my car, and I replied,
Well, they certainly look alike. Don’t they?

Part Two

THE THEFT
I reported the theft of
bright things from the
hubcaps on my new car.
The officer looked at
the wheels. He asked
if I was sure there was
a theft. I replied, Of
course, and he asked,
What do I call them
in my report? I said,
Inserts for hubcaps.
He said, Maybe you
should ask around, find
out what they’re called.
I said, It’s Sunday.
He said, I’ll write it up.
I figured out later in
the same day that I was
wrong, so I called the
station. He came out
again, and I said, I’m
very sorr y about this.
He said, That’s ok.
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WAITING OUT THE STORM
Let’s wait for this storm to pass
before we leave. It’s not as if
we must confront it like pioneers,
not as if we must reenact some
ancient struggle when space
darkens between leaves and rain
fills the sagging gutters; the chosen
life, any life so ready to steel itself
in this weather, favors the chimera
of an unregenerate history, like a
promissory note carved in granite.
I think it’s letting up. Let’s go now.

Part Two

WEDDINGS
At a large wedding
on a rooftop thousands
of feet up, a girl asked
me a question I cannot
remember. That was
before I got up for the
first time, waking Jane
but not purposely. The
beams of our flashlights
crossed. Back in bed
I told her of my dream.
She said she dreamed
we were going to remarry
and we chose the gown
and tuxedo together. I
said, How old were you?
She said, A lot younger.
No surprise that we’re
getting into each other’s
dreams on nights like
this: much commerce in
the dark, close quarters
for sleepers on the move.
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SUDDEN DAYS
On sudden days the world seems
to fall to its knees: trees loom
sullenly over my garden, small
particles like motes run the track
of my eyeballs at dizzying speeds,
and, finally, after I raise a block
of ice to an early sun, drops pool
beside my twitchy feet, and I know
this day will soon break into tears.

Part Two

LATE WINTER

AT THE

PO PARKING LOT

I left the engine running
in my Toyota sedan, a car
so quiet you had to practice
the art of listening to hear it.
In the flat field that borders
the parking lot, nothing stirred.
Long grasses, dead since fall,
lay carelessly on the hard
red clay like unkempt hair.
The sky hung like a tapestry,
suspended in the cool dusk.
This is how it should be today:
nothing else to lose, nothing
yet to rise up out of the dead
field, night coming on quickly.
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AT

THE

DEALERSHIP

On the Toyota lot at mid-morning,
my son and I pause by the three dark
Celicas, to read their stickers, stroke
their sleek, cat-like mounds of steel.
Together, we somehow fail to catch
the eye of even the most hard-up
salesperson in the glassed-in office.
We’re left alone in the perfect lot:
hoods raised as if to salute the two
of us, as if we’re officers in this
odd pass in review. I stand at parade
rest. Wes does the same. In these
years, both of us on cruise control,
we often know each other’s thoughts.
Above us, hanging from side view
mirrors, balloons beg for attention.

Part Two

THE NEW TRUCK
A woman called me to ask
if I was satisfied with my
truck from her dealership.
That I hadn’t bought a truck
didn’t matter. Was I satisfied
with the truck?
It took shape
in my driveway, engine on,
exhaust like warm breath
flowing from stainless steel
pipes into that cool morning
in January, the air like a knot.
It was black, with a long bed,
grille like chrome teeth, a row
of spotlights above the cab,
huge tires with white letters.
I began to tremble with joy.
So I told her that, yes, I met
the service manager, and, yes,
I might extend the warranty,
and, yes, I loved my truck,
except the wipers squeaked.
She said, Bring it right in.
I said, Now? She said, Yes.
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WRONG TURNS
All those times, I just wanted to get there
without taking a wrong turn, or running
a red light, or rear-ending an 18 wheeler
and having the top of my sedan sheared off,
leaving me hatless or headless, no fun at all.
So, instead, I rear-ended a gray sedan rented
in Tuscaloosa, not a chance for me to pay
off in cash privately, to leave my insurance
intact, nervous as it is about these matters.
I was drifting, looking for something to see.
The young philosopher whose head swayed
like a stop light in an excited wind, said,
I refute all accidents. They do not exist.
The day was immaculate, its body cleansed.
What if you were heading North, as I was?
And why not? Destination is a place you set
your mind to: lake, pond for migratory birds,
a pool of water for valiant fish, West Africa
for a single line of not very sociable crabs
marching across the bottom of the Atlantic.
I stood between two women to pay my fine:
one whose man was in jail, another who
beat up hers and was posting a hefty bond.
On my way home, I made one wrong turn.
Otherwise, I was happy, even triumphant.

Part Three
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SAYING THESE THINGS
Today the sun sets for the last time in two months
on Barrow, Alaska, all that darkness, all that
turning on of lights to shine on the familiar, on
boots that hang from hooks in stark mudrooms.
In the mad corridors of perpetual night, I imagine
the drugstore turning off its lights for the duration:
Gone South for the season. Be back with the sun.
All my prescriptions, called in at the last minute,
snoozing in the in-basket, like last year’s receipts.
The tingling in my hands and feet spreads like hives,
and I can hear my T-cells cracking like dead limbs.
Here, in the hospital room without a bed, waiting
one more time for Jane to return, I take my pulse
to the bold clock on the far wall, its strong black
numbers perfectly normal, its second hand sweeping
the terrain like radar. No weather in sight, and I am
saying these things because I am holding on to her life.

Part Three

JANE
It is your time of diminishments:
loss of hair, the spine and pelvis
gone soft and cracking. White
blood cells savage and deplete
you like schoolyard bullies, like
cannibals of blood. Last night
while I was stroking your head,
you woke up just long enough
to say you heard your mother
calling out your name, twice.
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FOREPLAY
for Jane
We are lying in bed reading.
Before we turn off the lights,
I tell her I think my right
eye’s going bad, and she says,
I’m sorry, without dropping
a line. Then I say, I think
I may be getting an abscess,
and she responds predictably.
If I look closely enough,
I will see her fragile veins
exploding beneath the skin’s
surface, and the fine texture
of white hair that barely
covers her scalp. If I listen,
I will hear her kidneys pump
hard in a shallow bath of blood.
When she falls asleep, I will
slip in behind her eyes, listen
for her dreams to call to her,
to transport her to a room full
of strangers, where she will
draw quick, short breaths.
When she wakes up, her heart
will race, her cheeks will burn.

Part Three

WHAT I CAN DO FROM HERE
Like depth charges, your bottles of pills
line the deck of our breakfast room table,
and like a radio beacon gone haywire
on foggy nights, I repeat, over and over,
When will it ever end? You always say,
Try to find something to be happy about.
I am happy to practice my cottage magic:
to conjure up the morning you will rise
to silence in your limbs, your companion,
pain, having died in the phenomenal night,
and dance across the hot coals of our room,
saying to me, Get up! We have things to do.
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LOWER BACK PAIN
I read of a woman thrashing a man
with an umbrella as he writhed in pain
on the floor of Grand Central Station,
a beast, she said, on the loose in her
civilized world. It was a back spasm.
No one with a history of lower back pain
moves with impunity. Better to be alert
to the first twinge, like an aura before
a migraine, and ease down onto the first
elevation in sight, regardless of place
and that woman closing in fast on you,
holding up her blunt umbrella like a club.

Part Three

WAITING FOR THE OPHTHALMOLOGIST
No one speaks to anyone
in this boxy, inner room
while we wait for our pupils
to dilate. In the readings
we draw closer to our eyes,
letters appear and disappear
like mirages on hot asphalt.
The nurse who finally calls
out my name, motioning me
to follow her back, holds
my history. I follow her
down a long, bright hallway.
She vanishes like a chimera,
and I stand in a brilliant fog,
listening for orders, anyone’s.

41

42 Saying These Things

AN ANGLED SECTION OF THE EYEBALL
It looks like an exotic fish:
big eye, a round, red body,
a yellow tail like a stretched
out rudder, and fins where
fins are supposed to be.
Above and below the fins,
long, thin strands hang on
like parasites. They flow
out like sea dancers in water
that is not water but space.
My fish was as still as I was
before they dilated my pupils,
driving my fish down deeper
than light, further than sound,
to dance with its strange kind.

Part Three

SURGICAL WAITING ROOM
The surgical waiting room at St. Francis
is like a sports bar: TV alcoves for groups
of singular mind, leather and cloth chairs.
If some patrons seem to regard the screens
without passion, they deceive, and when
their eyes rim with red, they squint to pierce
the film that blurs whatever is happening:
severe droughts in the southwest and west,
athletes like gods threatening to strike
in mid-season. A surgeon in uniform sits
next to a woman, holds her hand, speaks
slowly, clearly, as if she does not understand
and she does not. A cleaning woman dusts
TVs with a long feather duster like a wand.
It’s magic we need, and I need to disappear
through the double doors down the long hall,
wait for you to wake up, tell you absurd
stories until you move a hand, open an eye.
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THE PODIATRIST’S WAITING ROOM
The large man sitting on
my left says he likes my
shoes, and when I reply,
Thanks but they’re only
Hush Puppies, he nudges
the woman sitting next
to him: his wife, or his
contact, a chip implanted
in the cushion of her left
heel, our doctor the cut
man in this big money,
low risk operation. On
days like this, I’m adrift.
The receptionist brings me
a form and a ball point pen,
time to fill out my history,
what little I can remember
of it, but the easy listening
tape on the office boom box
ran down five minutes ago.
It whooshes like the heart
of a jogger. I cannot find
the off switch, when it starts
to play again, like magic,
and I think nothing is ever
impossible, and I remember
my whole life, every detail.

Part Three

MIRRORS
for Jane
In a doctor’s office while
I am waiting for test results,
I look into the mirror, notice
for the first time in my life
I am smiling like my father,
broadly and slightly forced,
as if we’d been caught trying
to enter a secure zone without
IDs, trespassers, unknown
to a guard whose hand is doing
a slow dance around his holster.
Out in the hall, as if on orders,
a nurse keeps closing the door
I keep opening, so I try to flash
her my new smile, as if it might
make a difference, as if I could
do something to face up to this
crack in my mirror image, this
news now slowly coming to light
in pictures at the end of the hall.
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STAGES OF DECOMPRESSION
It began with a symptom
and a doctor who ordered
tests to rule out the worst.
I asked, What if it vanishes
like a growing pain? and he
humored me, We should tr y
to get to the bottom of it.
I thought a pond of leeches
should suffice. To fasten
in such pure delight. Each
new symptom bled away.
And if they went too far,
I’d lie prostrate on a beach,
shivering in a warm rain.
Voices drifted like fog over
still water, a tube dangled
from my compliant wrist,
and I stood at the edge of
a high cliff, sighting down
a pool of water between rocks.

Part Three
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ON USING MY MEDICARE CARD FOR THE FIRST TIME
One is entitled to these by age alone:
attend school, buy alcohol, register
to vote, take a driver’s test, use this card,
which I slip through a hole in the glass
separating them from us in this office,
which is as familiar to me as aspirin,
and where I wait to be summoned
by a nurse I have known for 20 years.
I close my eyes, drift off, expecting
Mother to come out of another dream,
to pay me another visit, and she does
not disappoint me. Standing before
me, chilled, pointing her bent finger
at an air-conditioning vent sealed shut
in the ceiling, trying to tell me something
I should have known without asking,
when I snap awake to Cynthia’s calling
me from the interior door, my first visit
as a new statistic. My weight and sugar
are slightly up, my life exactly the same.
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Part Four
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DIRECTIONS

IN THE

CAR

Whenever my mother gave
him directions in the car,
such as Take the next right
or Turn left at the stoplight,
my father became confused.
He’d fasten on to the wheel,
start pumping the brakes hard
while yelling, My God, Julia,
where the hell do I go next?
She’d set her face like a dead
bolt lock, turn to him and say,
You’re driving me nuts.
I was in the back seat alone,
the only child of parents
whose love took such turns
I never knew where they were.

Part Four

THE GHOST

OF

MY FATHER

The ghost of my father
tries to sleep downstairs
while I dream him awake
in one of my fragments.
He lies facing his radio,
tuned to a language I do
not understand. Neither
does he but he still listens.
When I ask him if Mother
ever found him, if they
are finally happy together,
he rises, touching his heart.
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THE VISIT
They have come back again
at night. They come more
often now, and I spend time
alone with each of them.
Father and I watch a man
like a toy slide off the hood
of a pickup truck to his death.
Mother and I sit at a long,
wooden table in a restaurant
near the mountains, and she
smiles a lot, looks young,
says she has an appointment
to have her teeth fixed. Back
on the road, beside the truck,
I tell Father we are very lost.
He says, You are. We aren’t.
They leave in a beige sedan,
promise to visit again, soon.

Part Four

NIGHT PASSAGE
I leaned over the railing
of a huge ship at anchor.
My father was in the water.
I called down, Is it cold?
He said, No, in someone’s
voice I did not recognize.
The night lay down a mist.
If I jumped, I still would
never be able to find him.

53

54 Saying These Things

PRELUDE

TO

WINTER

When the sun fell apart behind my nervous pines,
I saw my father walking a large dog, a mongrel,
and I called out to him, You don’t have a dog.
He said, I do now and kept on walking, waving
at cars running the narrow roads of Camelot,
flashing his smile. The coat of his dog glowed.
One day contracts into the next without relief,
and I keep seeing him pause by the road’s edge,
looking about as if for a sign, stroking the neck
of his dog, exclaiming, Good dog! Good dog!
I start to follow him every night. He disappears
into the silhouette of an open door, taking his dog.

Part Four

RIDING

AT

DUSK

At dusk Mother and I rode bicycles home
on an unfamiliar road. On high clouds,
deep pastels shimmered, coloring the road
ahead, the grass, the cars in both directions.
I said, It’s going to be dark soon. She said,
We can buy flashlights at a store. What store?
Where? The little lights on our bikes flickered.
I rode in front on someone else’s ten-speed,
an automatic transmission that took the hills
effortlessly. She said, Sometimes I feel tired.
How much further do we have to go today?
Other riders passed us, to the right and left,
waving, calling out our names as if they
knew us, urging us to turn back before dark.
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THE NAME
When we moved to central Connecticut,
Mother lived in dread of being found out
Hungarian, made me anglicize her maiden
name, which, now, when I spell it out
on the phone for clerks at Social Security,
they’re willing to hear my case again,
the same one, like cards in a rolling file.
They whisper to each other, over the tops
of gray cubicles, He’s back on the phone.

Part Four

CAMEO ROLE
Last night my father had a cameo role.
He was sitting in a large crowd, waiting
for a bus to lift off. I couldn’t see him,
so I called out, Dad, Dad, I found out
how it works! He rose, wearing a coat,
white shirt, red bow tie, and smiling
as if he were proud I had figured it out,
whatever it might have been: a small
machined piece, dull metal that fit
in the palm of someone else’s hand.
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Part Five
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STARTING OUT FROM HERE
So much of the poem takes off
directly from what you observe,
as in the great blue heron flapping
its huge wings like a fan dancer.
An errant leaf in autumn does something otherworldly, the frame frozen
in your mind, the poem of ascension
freed from its ropes, just as before.
The dream of a poem comes nightly,
inviting me into its dark grammar
if I’d but learn to decipher texts, uncover the fictions truth requires, set
myself up against the rocks without
flinching, find the corridors of light.

Part Four

NIGHT SOUNDS
In case a voice or a forgotten dream
offered itself to me, hostile pitch and all
in a brackish pool of night, far inland,
I placed a pad and pen beside my bed.
That night, an animal rode the elevator
up to the attic, and I thought I was ready
for the aesthetic moment: the light on,
pen in hand, pad open to a blank page:
soft scratchings overhead that translated
into only scratchings by a gray squirrel
or a large rat, the sensuous needs of fall
when fur thickens and all light dissipates.
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CAESURA
Just so—on the landing
of the steep flight of stairs
up to the old courthouse,
kids on hot days sell
paper cups of lemonade
from lemons squeezed
in earnest. Such fine
relief, a reason to stop
when the breath falters
half way up, a crease in
the flat fabric of our days.

Part Five

PROM NIGHT
They pose for group pictures
behind the school banner
on the immaculate lawn. It is
still early, and the boys wear
top hats, hold canes at angles,
grin to be at the absolute center.
Straps like gift wrappings cross
the flawless backs of the girls.
At the prom, when the music
slows, he starts to speak to her.
She says, Don’t break the spell.
He will never forget this moment.
After the post-prom party
and the full-course breakfast,
when they slide into their cars,
they want to come completely
undone, to be able to say, Yes,
yes, but fatigue like a winter
coat hangs on their shoulders,
and limb after limb drops off.
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SUMMER ON THE BEACH
Bacteria roam the beach
in swashes of drain water.
On giddy feet, sandpipers
sample the morning buffet.
Girls in bikinis with tattoos
on backs, shoulders, ankles
walk on the beach in packs.
They wear smart sunglasses,
are intent on paying strict
attention only to themselves.
It will never get any better.
I think they must know this,
for, when brushing off a gnat
or sidestepping a beached
jellyfish, its colors limp, they
chance to see, momentarily,
my kind pretending to read
or otherwise to enjoy sweat
breaking out between folds
of our aging, white flesh,
just as health officials warn
us to stay out of the water.
We blame the developers, as
if their contracts call for death.
Maybe they do. But the sun
is like a huge lamp, and it’s
hard to know what’s right
most of the time. I have no
room left for guilt. That box
is full. The girls make their
singular way back to bright,
beach towels, need more sun.
They want to tan perfectly:
no thin, white, telling lines
across their inviting backs.

Part Five

In their beach bags, cell
phones ring all day. No one
answers. No one’s home.
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THE UNLOVELY FISH AND FOWL PLEAD THEIR CASE
Only once the unlovely fish and fowl
entered our chambers, neither menacing
nor beautiful nor among the chosen like
sharks (Why do the hammerheads wait
in formation?), or like herons (Why is
the tiger heron so shy, solitary?), having
petitioned us as the highest court they
know, to ask why they repel us, to say
they are unlovely only to our softened
eyes, that the hammerhead and tiger heron
need and may even love them: sea robin,
dogfish, black backed and herring gulls.

Part Five

A DOG LEFT OUT IN THE COLD
A dog left out in the cold barks all night
in a distant neighbor’s fenced-in yard.
But which of them would do this? I ask.
Is this the time for civil action? Should
they have to piss at night in an outhouse
of their own making, inside a gazebo,
also of their making? We have covenants
to honor, but what if this is not the time
for civil action, even if you knew which
fence to climb, where to find the proof
soon to be buried in a trunk. One call
and lights from helicopters immobilize
all of us, blades thumping our arctic air.
I turn away from the screaming window,
bury my head beneath two pillows, start
counting the casualties of our innocence,
wait for another dream, the one in which
I float in green water, shallow and soft.
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PATTERN OF AN AFTERNOON
The door bell chimes for the guest
who arrives too early for dinner.
He sits alone at the long table, his
fingers locking like a net of bone.
Why isn’t there fruit in the bowl?
In the chaste foyer, the hands
of the grandfather clock are frozen.
To linger like this in the afternoon
can be pleasant enough, like playing
out a game with willing pawns
and a rook maimed in the crossfire.
Outside, in the mid-summer sun,
a dust devil hugs its slight cargo,
bands are marching like armies
of liberation, and girls in huge hats
sit on the folded tops of convertibles.

Part Five

NEUTRAL ZONE IN WÜRZBURG
In a park that separated two raucous streets,
we walked on grass, off the paths, hanging out,
waiting for nothing to happen, when a woman
far off shouted, Steigen Sie das Gras ab!
then flailed her arms as if to cast a spell on us:
Ausländer on a small outing, not knowing
the worth of grass between streets that snarled,
all this on a dreary mid-November day, the sun
packing for its retreat south to the Mediterranean,
in a park not a park but a neutral zone, patrolled.
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EARLY MORNINGS IN CAMELOT
Early mornings when small birds go nuts
and squirrels glide from branch to branch
like red-tailed hawks, I walk the otherwise
lonely roads of Camelot, sidestepping pine
cones that look like baby grenades, odd
pieces of bottled glass. You would think
I’m describing a dead minefield. At best,
I’m conscious of place, of where we are
when the sky’s dark hold on us diminishes
and we celebrate in our own divine ways.

Part Five

MOVING
The conductor looks at his pocket watch.
This is not the time to grieve or rejoice.
A hum like a tuning fork roams all
through my empty rooms, and nothing
is turned on this afternoon but the sun
through windows facing the southwest,
to keep it bright and airy. What is a sign
but an urging of the soul to reconsider?
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ROOM BY ROOM
Room by room we are taming
this house built sideways
and close to a narrow street
with mailboxes in a row
like decoys on a midway,
just as we have been tamed
by a figure in the shadows
as darkness corners dusk.
And as we walked sideways
on a beach, wind offshore
and stiff like our joints,
I asked you if you wanted
to live there and you could
not hear me, so I asked again,
louder, so loud I screamed,
Why are you hiding from me?

Part Five

ON THINKING OF MOVING

INTO A

RETIREMENT CENTER

If I come back to visit the street signs,
would I notice how the trees changed?
That’s what I need: simplicity, no more
questions as in, How many worlds exist
in a speck of sand? In unruly waters
I taught my grandson to bear the surf,
its irresponsible weight, its surliness.
Who was that calling me from the street?
And when did the house in the cul-de-sac
sell, changing its composition, its nature?
I am like the homeless. My present is
my recent past, and I can no longer tell
the kinds of trees in the garden. No, no.
In the yard, or further back, in the woods.
My syllables catch in mid-air, hanging,
drifting like a box kite’s broken string,
taking forever to wriggle back to earth.
I walk toward the sweet flush of night,
the air turning heavy, wet, delicious,
as when, as a boy of eleven, I pushed
the girl next door on a swing hanging
from a bare limb, under a massive oak.
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